
Visit to the Garden Museum 7th August 2020

‘Explorers’ have visited the Garden Museum 
twice before; in fact it was one of the first 
visits we made in the early days of Exploring 
London. A third visit was planned for April 
when an interesting temporary exhibition of 
paintings, drawing and prints from the inter-
war years focussed on the inspiration and 
solace that gardens provided to some  
20th century artists. Sadly, Covid 19 

intervened and the visit was cancelled. So it seemed appropriate that the Garden 
Museum, which was one of the first museums in 
London to re-open after lock-down, would be our first 
site visit as Exploring London tentatively resumes a 
programme of visits to indoor venues.

The Museum (formerly the Museum of Garden 
History) was the brainchild of John and Rosemary 
Nicholson who rescued the church of St Mary-at-
Lambeth from demolition in the 1970s, discovering the 

tombs of the two 
Royal gardeners, 
John Tradescant 
the Elder and the 
Younger, and Vice-
Admiral William 
Bligh – of ‘Bounty’ fame – in the churchyard, 
and raising the funds to start the first 
museum in the world dedicated to the history 
of gardening. Two phases of redevelopment, 
in 2008 and 2015–17, followed, revealing the 

beauty of the church and giving the Museum plenty of exhibition space, a fine 
café and new garden areas.

Initially a group of nine Explorers had booked their own timed tickets to meet 
up at the Museum – but two members dropped out of the visit as temperatures 

soared into the 90s that day. Our group 
photo shows us, socially-distanced of 
course, before we went in – we met up with 
two other members in the course of the visit 
and had time to sit outside, sip iced coffee, 
and reflect on the visit afterwards.

The current temporary exhibition is a 
timely look at the late artist and film-maker 
Derek Jarman’s garden in Dungeness – 
timely because a recent appeal has raised 
enough money to buy Prospect Cottage and garden and develop it as an arts 
centre. ‘My garden’s boundaries are the horizon’ cleverly reconstructs part of 
Prospect Cottage inside the Museum; some of Jarman’s notebooks, reference 

books, paintings  
and constructions 
of found objects 
are displayed and 
there’s a series 
of short films 
on a continual 
loop. Evocative 
photographs taken 
by Howard Sooley 

in the early 1990s complete the display. Personally I loved the way one could 
crunch through the shingle to the door of the cottage but it’s also possible to see 
the exhibition online now by visiting www.gardenmuseum.org.uk.

Explorers who had not visited the Museum before in its current form had 
plenty of time to see the Museum’s general collection of artworks, tools and the 
ephemera of gardening in the permanent galleries, and some of the photographs 
taken on our visit show what took the photographers’ fancy! 
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